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Foreword

If one visits the former battlefields of the Great War today, the most 
obvious signs of its devastating presence are the cemeteries. Especially 
on the Western Front, those cemeteries—some small, some vast—unfold 
before the visitor, giving a sense of the movement of battle and the 
intensity of the destruction of human life that occurred there a century 
ago.

These are peaceful places, well-groomed and cared for still. But as 
much as these places reveal, they also conceal. The chaos, the pain and so 
often the indignity of death on those battlefields is obscured by its recre-
ation in clean and orderly cemeteries. One can read that reconstruction 
both as an effort to deny the reality of death on the battlefield, and at 
the same time as a determination to console hearts wounded by the loss 
of those they loved.

By whose hands was that effort at consolation made? For Australians 
as for all those in the British Empire the care of the dead had to be 
entrusted to others. This book reminds us that the care of the dead was 
the work of real people who felt their obligations keenly, struggled with 
the heavy reality of their task, and sought various forms of refuge from 
its demands.

In rendering the human face and feeling of that poignant commis-
sion, the authors of this volume have rendered their own service. They 



remind us that between the realities of death and its remaking in peaceful 
cemeteries lay human labour. Even as they served those longing hearts 
in Australia, for those who remained once the fighting had stopped that 
labour came with its own burdens and costs.

Bart Ziino  
Deakin University

Waurn Ponds, Australia
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Preface

This book relays the largely untold story of the approximately 1100 Australian 
war graves workers—comprised of the Australian Graves Detachment (AGD) 
and the Australian Graves Service (AGS) operating in Europe after World War 
1 (WW1) from 1919–1922. It does this by presenting biographical vignettes 
of eight men who undertook this work. In exploring the Australian war graves 
workers, the book examines the mechanics of commemorating the Great War 
and extends our understanding of the individual toll this onerous task took on 
the workers themselves. The book is timely given the post-commemoration 
period into which we are now heading.

This book will be of special interest to people interested in Australia’s 
WW1 history, in particular, aspects of commemoration and grieving asso-
ciated with the post-WWI period (1919–1922). Biographical representa-
tions, and stories told by direct descendants encourage wider general 
readership by those fascinated with the lived realities of a small selection 
of the 1100 Australian war graves workers who intimately “knew all its 
associations and tragedies” from the battlefield to the graveyard.1
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1Lieutenant Lee in Bart Ziino, A Distant Grief: Australians, War Graves and the Great 
War (Crawley: University of Western Australian Press, 2007), 96.
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About This Book

The book begins with a discussion of the ideological motivations for 
the inception and technological advancement of war graves work during 
the first two decades of the twentieth century. It then explores the gen-
eral living and working conditions of the Australian Graves Detachment 
(AGD) in Western Europe (predominately in France and Belgium) 
as they undertook the necessary, yet gruesome, tasks of transform-
ing bloodied and devastated terrain into peaceful and revered sites of 
mourning.

Nomenclature

A variety of names and acronyms surround Australia’s contribution 
to the war graves effort post-WWI, including the Australian Graves 
Detachment (AGD), the Graves Registration Unit (GRU), and Graves 
Registration Service (AGS). While this book offers some clarity regard-
ing certain operational and locational aspects of some of these various 
groups, it does not aim to comprehensively address this issue. However, 
to ensure consistency across the book, the authors have chosen to ref-
erence the AGD in general, unless otherwise specified by a primary 
resource, as a means of connecting to the wider Australian war graves 
effort post-WWI.
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